Based on the authors' mapping of citizen-generated footage from Daraa, the city where the Syria uprising started in March 2011, this article looks at the relation between crowd-sourced archives and processes of history making in times of war.
Introduction
Seven digital files presented in a Dropbox folder: they might be orphan pieces as there is no information concerning from whence they came or where they belong. What are these 'films'? In fact, are they films at all? Who made them? Where do they come from? Who is Yadan, and where is 'Tariq el-Sed' neighbourhood? How did they come to the authors' attention and why should we attend to them? What have they to say to issues of archives and records, and the impact of the digital?
A first video is titled 'Yadan
As we explain in more detail below, these sequences were shot in Daraa, the city where the Syrian uprising began in 2011. They document the first 18 months of the Syrian revolution as it turned from a non-violent movement, to a militarised and Islamised conflict that became a deadly civil war. Based on the authors' mapping of this citizen-generated footage from Syria, and on interviews with Syrian activist Yadan Drajy, who shot this material with four of his activist friends between March 2011 and August 2012, this article explores the relation between crowd-sourced archives and processes of history making in times of war. We start with a description of the 'migrant journey' of the Daraa archive, from an eyewitness documentation of the early days of the uprising in Syria, to a collection of digital files in the Dropbox folder of two researchers in the UK. Then, we assess the effects of digital technologies, and of the democratization of image production and dissemination for rethinking the ways in which our societies bear witness. By so doing, we attempt to address the pitfalls attending the representation and narrativisation of an ongoing conflict from a fragmented, citizen-generated archive; from issues of ownership, consent, harm, agency, vulnerability, and objectification, to the broader ethical implications of representing death, trauma and the affective experiences of war. Finally, we conclude with a reflection on the changing nature of such archival materials, mainly in the light of rising concerns of the precariousness and disappearance of digital archives. Comprising hundreds of hours of live recordings of protests, activist gatherings, bomb attacks, funerals and testimonies, the hard-drive formed the point of departure of a ninety-minute documentary film which is now in production phase and is scheduled for release by the end of 2017. Shot by activists who were mostly operating anonymously in tense and dangerous conflict-affected areas, and with very limited access to the Internet or to video technology, the material was recorded using different devices (smart phones and DV cameras including mini dvs and handycams, etc.), and in multiple formats (such as .mp4, .mov, .MTS, .MPG, .3gp, .AVI, .flv, among others).
The material comprises 12756 video sequences, totalling over 2TB, of which 3482 are 'unique' videos of varying lengths and sizes, and of an estimated duration of 400 hours.
For the purpose of this article, we have compiled a selection of seven videos from the Daraa archive, which we use as a structuring framework for our exploration of the relation between citizen-generated archives and history making in times of war. It is worth noting in this regard that a bigger sample of 2000 videos will be made available online by 2017 through an open-access database, as part of a research project one of the present authors is currently developing with film and technology partners based in Denmark and in Berlin. 'By this term I do not mean the sum of all the texts that a culture has kept upon its person as documents attesting to its own past, or as evidence of a continuing identity; nor do I mean the institutions, which, in a given society make it possible to record and preserve those discourses that one wishes to remember or keep in circulation.
Defining the archive
[…] The archive is first the law of what can be said, the system that governs the appearance of statements as unique events.
[It] is also that which determines that all these things said do not accumulate endlessly in an amorphous mass, nor are they inscribed in an unbroken linearity, nor do they disappear at the mercy of chance external accidents […] . [The archive is not] that which collects the dust of statements that have become inert once more, and which may make possible the miracle of their resurrection; it is that which defines the mode of occurrence of the statement-thing.' 6 What is useful to us in this Foucauldian definition is that it acknowledges the 'messiness' of our Daraa material as a constituent of the nature of the archive itself;
although it is collated by citizen journalists who do not work for 'recognised' media institutions, and although it is non-linear and fragmented, the fact that it is the 'unique' statement of five activists who have witnessed an important moment is enough reason to consider it an archive. The Daraa archive is, in that sense, an object of the present, although it documents events, people and places of the past. As it continues to exist in the present, it summons us to dismantle it and then reconstruct it, to work it up, inspect it and interpret it in order to make sense of it, and of the events it depicts. And this is, in one way, one of the aims of this article.
A crowd-sourced witness
When asked about his source of inspiration to take to the streets in March 2011, Drajy said: 'The long years of oppression in Syria. The protests in Tunisia and Egypt and the coverage it all got on global media such as Al-Jazeera of course encouraged some, but Syrians had already lost patience and were striving for freedom and social justice. The people were ready, the country was ready and we were witnessing a historic moment.
So of course, we took to the streets'
7
. And when asked about his motivation, he said he understood very quickly that he was witnessing 'a very important and historic moment', and wanted to 'document this moment in the history' of his people and his country.
With Reinhart Koselleck's 8 'space of experience' and 'horizon of expectation' in mind, we asked him: 'So was it the present moment that you were living that mattered the most?'
'At the beginning, yes... I needed to record exactly what was happening. Then, when the shelling started, I realised that some people will die, and some places will no longer exist, so I found myself in between two moments, the present and the future. I started shooting for history… History? Maybe this is the right thing to say, or the future? I'm not sure. But I was documenting so that a few years from now, we would be able to say this is how it all started, this is what happened in Daraa.' while every mediation is a mode of witness. We can then infer that the primary motivation in recording the events in Daraa was not accidental, but purposeful -it was to say 'This is happening now: like this, to us!' Such an intolerable situation demands a response and the moral economy of contemporary vicarious witness afforded by mass media and the ubiquity of social media means that it is no longer possible to claim ignorance of events. As such, the Daraa record underlines the immediacy with which a response was needed.
As the non-violent protests slowly turned into a vicious civil war, Drajy and his fellow activists, like many other citizens in possession of mobile phones with camera technology, began to understand the unfolding of events around them; their intentions in documenting these events also changed. Eventually, they realised that the value of their footage is not necessarily confined to the present 'historic' moment they were witnessing, but could potentially serve as a repository of shared memory of the people and places obliterated by the viciousness of the war.
As such, the regular mode of media witness is from the perspective of authority.
In Here then one can appreciate this archive as imbued with a quality derived from Avishai Margalit's formulation of moral witness, derived from the presentness of its creators to the events it captures and the threat that is apparent in that capture: 'The moral witness should himself be at personal risk, whether he is a sufferer or just an observer of the suffering that comes from evil-doing.' 13 While Paul Frosh and Amit Pinchevski 14 appropriate Margalit's ideas on memory with caution to deal with witness, this is apposite for conceptualizing the collective weight of the Daraa Archive. To conceptualise a moral quality in this material is to not pre-emptively interpret the archive material in terms of the account of one side or another, but to take at face value its representation of a crime, and of a people's vulnerability. Daraa archive warn us that the material that follows contains graphic scenes that may be disturbing to some, at no point is viewers' discretion advised.
The affective dimension of the archive
The double weighted tragedy here is bound up in the moment it represents, the opportunity such an archive makes to understand it and the challenge it presents in so doing; that this is an archive and a collection not of 'dispatches from the frontline' with the immediacy of news, but material that is now becoming relegated to history. In that sense, the archive always attests to a mode of forgetting. And it is probably that fear, of the dead being forgotten, that also motivated Drajy and his fellow activists to capture, in infinite and intolerable close-ups, the horror of the unfolding Syrian war. We argue that in order to do so -extract meaning from the obscure chaos of war -one needs to take into account the pitfalls attending representation and narrativisation, especially when performed in the Western academy, and given the reality of the war's human, cultural heritage and socio-economic losses. From issues of ownership, consent, harm, participation, vulnerability, subjectivity and objectification, neo-colonialism and geopolitics, to security, agency and responsibility; when working with material such as the Daraa archive, shot by and of people who died, or are still in Syria, it is vital to protect identity, sustain objectivity, avoid objectification, respond to vulnerability, and limit harm, etc. It is with these considerations in mind that we decided, for example, not to include a screenshot of Lynn's funeral video in the introduction to this section.
Affect, trauma and respect
Caswell, Cifor and Ramirez define affect as 'those visceral forces beneath and alongside, feeling and emotion, encompassing the conscious, the semiconscious, and that which is other than conscious knowing.' 19 They note that affect speaks not only to the loss of so many lives, and the flight of a population. Importantly however it can be thought of as capturing why people thought it was worth protesting in the first place, and why it was worth documenting the changing faces of the city, of its people and its protests. As inferred from the description of the Daraa films at the outset of this article, filming was a purposeful act, and there was a consciousness about the way in which the camera is used, and the way in which even a short sequence is organised.
As the 'Daraa el-Balad' film attests, the archive does not only feature endless When thought of in the context of our Daraa archive, this 'digital anxiety' means that whatever the wealth of data, testimony, and witness, its jeopardy is apparent in the singular nature of the hard drive that escaped Syria, and the fact that the digital files are not permanent. It is in that sense that we proposed, at the outset of this article, that the Daraa material should maybe be considered as an archive in the making, seeking fixity and grounding.
While mediated, but not able to access broadcast networks, the Daraa footage is condemned to only exist in its perilous physical form -in the hard drive that was smuggled on foot through the Jordanian border, or if to rely on the 'good will' of international corporations such as YouTube to keep activists' channels up and running.
Ironically -or tragically -a copy of the Daraa archive was stolen from one of the present authors' luggage when traveling through Frankfurt airport in 2015. That copy might have been destroyed, or is just sitting somewhere, on someone else's computer, waiting. to use in the production of a documentary film. By so doing, he gave his archive grounding and sustainability; when another copy of his archive made its way to a research centre in the UK, it acquired yet another form of fixity.
Conclusion
Following the journey of the Daraa archive from testimony to performance to data -from documenting the Syrian uprising in a similar mode to war reportage, to being used in the making of a film, to becoming empirical data as part of a research project, we argue that these new 'homes' of the Daraa archive are allowing it to become fully formed, through giving it roots and sustainability beyond the affordances of the digital, and all the anxieties of precariousness connected to it.
It might be suitable then to characterise the Daraa material as a particular form of archive; one in the process of becoming. Like the individuals who, along with thousands of others, fled Syria with similar footage, and the form in which it was transported, it might be useful to think of the Daraa material as a 'refugee archive'. In its material status, and in the references of the materials it collects and protects, it alludes to the roots, origins, dislocation, displacement and trauma of a settled population forced to migrate, not in search of a better life, but simply in order to stay alive.
Notes

